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Juiced.GS is known for many things, but theater reviews are not among them. I don’t 
need to check the archives to know that in 83 issues, this magazine has never reviewed 
a play. But there’s a time for exceptions—and a show called The Oregon Trail is that 
exception. 


The Portland Center Stage production of The Oregon Trail, a play by Bekah 
Brunstetter, ran at the Armory Theater in Portland, Oregon October 29 through 
November 20, 2016. The play covers two stories: of a young woman (“Now Jane”, 
played by Sarah Baskin) playing The Oregon Trail computer game; and a teenage girl 
(“Then Jane”, portrayed by Alex Leigh Ramirez) traveling the actual Oregon trail with 
her family in 1848. Despite their 150-or-so year separation, the women have 
similarities. Among them: the first name Jane; perky, with-it older sisters; and a malaise 
about life. 


They try to deal with their struggles. Then Jane copes with the death of her mother and 
making the harsh 2,000-mile trek with her father and sister. Now Jane copes with 
sadness that’s somewhere on the spectrum from generalized ennui to clinical 
depression. It’s easy to feel for 1848 Jane, who, over the course of the script, watches 
her entire family die (of dysentery, naturally). Modern Jane is a tougher sell for the 
audience: it’s never clear if she suffers from mental illness or is just one of those 
unmotivated, self-involved millennials you hear so much about. 


Parts of the story are supposed to be sad but aren’t, but the parts that are supposed to be 
funny hit home. Much of the humor comes from the omnipotent Voice of The Oregon 
Trail (Leif Norby), which offers Jane occasional advice and options (“Press 1 to 
continue on the trail”). Sometimes, as in real life, the options that the Voice provides 
aren’t really options at all. Day after day, even those days when you are at your worst, 
all you can do is continue on the trail. 
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For more than one scene, Now Jane lays on the couch wasting her life. These scenes go 
on for too long. I wanted to shout, “Do something!” — though I’m not sure if I would be 
yelling at Jane or the playwright. The most intriguing juxtaposition of the two epochs is 
when Now Jane endures an aggressive sexual act while, at the same onstage moment, 
Then Jane’s family members vomit uncontrollably from dysentery. 


The denouement is strange and unsatisfying. Through some unexplained cosmic magic, 
rock-bottom Now Jane meets freshly orphaned Then Jane and impresses her with a 
Discman. They share a moment, and each seems to decide that they have the inner 
power to keep on keeping on, to continue on their trails. 


Apple II pedants might have been frustrated by this staging of the play, which featured 
graphics from the Windows version of the game, running on a toaster Mac, which 
makes the wrong startup sound. The story does include some computer game nostalgia, 
including a “peperoni and sausage” tombstone joke. There’s a humorous moment when 
now-adult Jane finds her old Oregon Trail floppy disk and contemplates how to get it 


into her modern, disk-less laptop. DOS text and PC graphics projected on the 
proscenium edges let the audience see what’s happening in the game. 


Despite its wide time span, not much actually happens in this play. For Then Jane, it’s a 
story of a person with no choices in life: she must follow her family to Oregon. For 
Now Jane, it’s a story of someone with myriad options open to her, who can’t or won’t 
make a choice to do something with her life. It adds up to a story that is—like being 
forced out of the computer lab before you’ve completed your 2,000 mile journey —fun 
for a while but ultimately unsatisfying. 
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